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Abstract
The following thesis is a brief view of the production process of Theatre UNO’s Spring
2014 production of the Tennessee William’s New Orleans Literary Festival One-Act play
competition 2013 winner, Father. This thesis will include analysis, production book,
documentation from the production, and an evaluation of the process of putting this production
on stage. The play was performed in New Orleans, Louisiana at the University of New Orleans,
Performing Arts Center Robert E Nims Lab Theatre on February 11th- 16th, 2014.
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Introduction
This thesis is a documentation of the process and production of Father by
Frederick Mensch. This thesis is divided into chapters and appendices. Below is a guide
to the purpose and content of the individual chapters. All citation will be indicated by
numbers corresponding with pages within the Father script found in the appendix.
The table of contents in the front will list the corresponding page numbers for
chapters and the appendix.
Chapter one: Father play analysis is a detailed look at the director’s analysis of the
text. The structure of this analysis comes from Francis Hodge’s Play Analysis
Community and the individual sections are indicated by roman numerals.
Chapter two: The director’s concept for the show as presented to the production
team and cast.
Chapter three: A look at the process through the director’s journal throughout
design meetings and rehearsals.
Chapter four: A the director’s self-evaluation. This includes thoughts on the
strengths and weaknesses shown through production as well as an assessment of the
final result.
Included in the appendix are multiple items pertaining to this production, such as
the director’s script, Father, which included director’s notes on blocking and character
analysis, the production poster, press release, program, and production photos.
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A Vita detailing the author/director of The University of New Orleans production
of Father background.
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Chapter 1 Father Play Analysis
I. The Given Circumstances of the play
A. Environmental facts

1. Geographical location, including climate:
a. This play takes place in the United States of America, in an area of greater
Chicago, called Arlington, Illinois. The specific location is never directly
referred to in dialogue, however the stage directions specify “a Chicago
funeral home.” (1) Vicki is meeting Peggy Usterboski halfway between the
funeral home and Peggy’s home in Evergreen Park, which is south of
downtown Chicago. Arlington is often referred to as “North Chicago,” and
is a blustery area year round. The location was primarily used to inform
costume and scenic style as a reflection of the climate, rather than a
distinct regional aesthetic.

2. Date: year, season, time of day:
a. Year - There is no specific reference to a particular year or time period in
the script. The play takes place in present day. Based on the language,
which is written in a contemporary style, it was decided against imposing a
different time on the play.
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b. The only indication of Season is a statement made by Vicki “Early
Christmas” (4) in relation to her mother’s excitement. Because of this, and
as a function of the windy climate of the area, it was decided that the
seasonal setting was Autumn.
c. It was decided the wake and funeral were held on the same day because of
Richard’s financial situation and his poor health before his death. Vicki and
Peter refer to the fact that they were rushed to arrive before the end of the
service indicating they arrive close to the end of the visitation time, and
near the beginning of when the funeral service would occur if anyone had
been there for it. Also, the discussion of Vicki meeting Patty that night for
drinks suggests the funeral service being closer to the early evening. Given
all of these factors, it was decided the funeral was sometime in the late
afternoon, between 4:00-6:00 p.m.

3. Economic environment: Everyone in the play falls into the category of middle
class.
a. Vicki is in an upper-middle class range. She has enough disposable income
to fly to Chicago semi-regularly and has the resources to rent a vehicle each
time. As part of her recovery from alcoholism, it was decided she exhibits
responsible financial habits and does not spend money frivolously. She and
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her husband are responsible with money, and are comfortable and able to
support their children as a result.
b. Peter lives with his mother and so, while he is not employed, he has no
expenses. Peter does not own many nice or expensive possessions, but
neither does he express a desire for them.
c. David is upper-middle class. Working for his father and being raised
upper-middle class, he has always held a job and earned money. Their
family owns more than one location of the Kennedy-Ohler Funeral Homes,
which speaks to the success of their business. David has also earned a
college education.
d. Richard, prior to his death, was the character who had the least financial
stability. Peter comments “His hands are clean. That’s a first.” (2) so it was
decided Richard had a blue-collar job involving labor, however due to his
illness he was unable to work. Because of this, as well as his multiple
divorces and children, he was unable to save a significant amount of money
throughout his life. This is reflected in the choice of casket as well as the
size of the funeral home. This choice about the size of the funeral home
was also consistent with the spatial limitations of the space in which the
production would take place.

4. Political environment

5

Politics do not play a role in the world of this show. Any overtly political
subject matter is not directly addressed. Even the potentially provocative subject
of Peter’s sexuality is only expressed as a psychological event.

5. Social environment – Family relationships
a. Peter and Vicki are siblings who have become somewhat distant in
their adult years. This is mostly a result of their feelings about their
estranged father. Vicki withdrew from their family to protect herself
from her past – as manifested in her alcoholism – and the unhealthy
outlook Peter has on their upbringing. Peter focuses his resentment on
Vicki’s withdrawal. Their adolescent relationship with their father was
that of abuse and abandonment.
b. We also see a father/son relationship between David and his father
despite his father never appearing onstage. This relationship is
portrayed as an ideal counterpoint to Vicki and Peter’s relationship
with their father.

6. Religious environment
a. The setting being a chapel automatically imposes a kind of physical
religious environment on the production. This religious environment of
the funeral home is not acknowledged by the characters as such until
6

Richard’s faith, which he came to late in life, is brought to light. It was
decided the setting could not have obvious religious paraphernalia,
such as crosses, crucifixes, or religious figures or statues. Only
suggested symbols of faith were considered, such as hymnals or
paintings with oblique religious undertones. This allowed the discovery
of their father’s faith to not be foreshadowed by their surroundings.
b. The religious environment as a revelation for Vicki and Peter is abrupt.
Once discovered, it is addressed quickly and with aggression and
disbelief, leaving the audience with an air of tension and unease for the
remainder of the play, even at the very mention of “Amazing Grace.”
c. The revelation of the religious environment and its indication of
Richard’s faith was a major catalyst of the conflict between Vicki and
Peter for the remainder of the play.
B. Previous Action
1. Richard’s first son, Bobby, Peter and Vicki’s older brother, died during their
childhood. This directly affected Richard’s relationship with Vicki and Peter, and
was a catalyst for his abuse and ultimate abandonment of them.
2. Richard subjected Peter to mental and possibly physical abuse from his early
childhood into his adolescence. The basis of this was Peter’s effeminate behavior.
3. Richard left Peter and Vicki’s mother.
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4. Richard ignored Vicki’s attempts to continue a relationship with him for at least
four years.
5. Richard severed all connections with Vicki and Peter.
6. Vicki became an alcoholic.
7. Vicki got married, moves to Denver and has children.
8. Richard was remarried and had at least two other children. That marriage ended
in a second divorce.
9. Vicki got sober.
10. Richard became very ill, found his faith, entered hospice and decided to make
arrangements for his funeral.
11. Richard befriended David in Mercy care before dying.
12. Vicki flew in from Denver and picked Peter up at before attending the funeral.

C. Polar Attitudes
1. Peter, at the beginning of the play, is unsure what he wants from seeing his father,
but is attending the funeral out of familial obligation. Peter wants to hold on to
his grudge and justify his anger toward his father, and seeks support from Vicki in
endeavor. He resents that she does not offer her support. He avoids his father and
denies it is even him in the coffin. Throughout the play he continues to vacillate
between acknowledging his father’s death and denying it. It is only after

8

physically striking his father’s corpse he finds he has taken the first step to
closure.
2. Vicki enters the world of the play with the intention of upholding her own
familial duties: as a daughter attending her father’s funeral, and also as an
unspoken support system for her brother. By the end of the play she has given up
pushing her brother to release his bitterness towards their father and has decided
to let him make his own choices, however self-detrimental they may be.
3. David enters truly wanting to help the bereaved. Though he is met with hostility
and resistance, he perseveres in doing what he believes to be most helpful. He
ends the play shaken by the lack of Peter’s compassion, but he is determined to
honor the wishes of the deceased, and to offer Richard last respects.
II. Dialogue
A. Choice of words
1. The general speech pattern used between the siblings is very casual and concise
speech. The only time their language is heightened is when Peter is insulting his
sister, or when Vicki is making a point to Peter. The sibling rivalry manifests
within their speech as a means of one upping each other. In these instances, their
sentence structure becomes more complex, but their word choice does not
necessarily elevate or expand.
2. When David enters his demeanor is somewhat formal, but he noticeably and
quickly relaxes whenever speaking of things personal to him. It becomes
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presentational at times to get him back on the right track for his role in this
environment.

B. Choice of phrases and sentence structure
1. David repeats the standard funeral home sayings “These are difficult
circumstances” (13 and 15) and “I understand” (13 and 15). These two phrases are
common sayings at funerals and can be considered cliché.
2. There are many references to “Amazing Grace”. The song of redemption is brought
up throughout the play. It is a statement to Richard’s change in faith and the
lyrics can be placed in direct parallel to his own actions and change. The mention
of this song is also used as a gauge to see where Vicki and Peter are at in
processing the information concerning their father’s transformation.
3. Vicki repeats, “He is not a religious man.” (14 and 15) and “Who did he expect to
be here?”(17). Reiterating their surprise as well as putting an end to Peter’s control
of the conversation.
4. The sentence structure varies throughout the play based on the emotional state of
the characters. Peter’s speech patterns are particularly inconsistent: sometimes he
will speak about a point at length and in great detail in order to drive it home, and
other times he will speak in very little detail when he feels he is ready to give up
trying to make a point. The characters, again, particularly Peter, seems to shift
rapidly from sarcasm to actual anger in their speech. Because of this, to decipher
their triggers are hard.
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C. Choice of images
The setting of the funeral home with a coffin containing a body is the general physical
image that is used in the overall play to evoke the play’s overarching emotion of grief.
The setting of a funeral home prepares us for all stages of grief and mourning of which
we see throughout the play. David presents the image of Richard as a very weak, sick,
yet kind man, which is in direct opposition to Peter’s image of Richard as mean and
abusive, as well as Vicki’s neglectful memories of the same man.
D. Choice of peculiar characteristics -1. It is stated in the playwright’s description that Peter has a thick southern accent
as well as a barely-suppressed flamboyance. The flamboyance reinforces his
experiences with his father as a child, which are directly referred to in dialogue.
The only specific application of the accent is its use to subtly inform the audience
that they are not originally from the Chicago area, giving the children another
instance of their father controlling their early life by uprooting them. It is also
specified that Vicki does not have a southern accent, giving further sensory
evidence of Vicki’s deliberate distance from her family. The southern accent
decided on is a mix of the dialects of Georgia, the Carolinas and Virginia. Georgia
was selected because it is geographically far enough from Chicago to justify Vicki
and Peter’s mother not moving back after her divorce from Richard. The Carolinas
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and Virginia influences on the accent were a more practical decision, allowing for
more flexibility based on the actor’s proficiency with dialects.
2. Rather than impose a Detroit or Chicago accent for Vicki, it was decided that she
would have worked for a standard American dialect in an effort to lose her
southern accent.
3. Though, as a native, David would have a Chicago dialect, having three different
distinct accents among the three characters would have done little to clarify
location and may have been overwhelming to the audience. It was decided that
Peter’s character gained the most from having a regional dialect.
E. The sound of the dialogue -- does the character use "hard" sounding words or soft
sounding?
1. The inherent softness of Peter’s southeastern accent worked as a contrast to
Vicki’s standard American dialect, which sounds harsher in comparison. The
softness of Peter’s dialect is also used as a tool to juxtapose the harsh content of
his words. Pace and emphasis further assist in making Peter’s language harsher in
contrast to his dialect.
2. Vicki and David use more softly constructed phrases as an attempt to calm and
comfort Peter. Vicki only uses harsher words when she is driven to anger by Peter.

F. Structure of lines and speeches -- how does it support the delivery of the subtext?
1. In the beginning of the play, the constant changing of the subject allows for
pauses and breaks in dialogue which fosters an awkwardness between Vicki and
12

Peter. When David is present, these same rapid shifts in topics indicate a
dismissal of the other sibling.
2. When Peter and Vicki are alone onstage, they create a volley between their lines.
This allows a rhythm, ideal for the playful banter of siblings, and the awkward
pauses slowly lift to be a comforting joust. The weight gets shifted whenever one
of them speaks for more than a few sentences in a row. Vicki talks about their
father ignoring her and Peter does little to engage until the topic shifts back to
him.
III. Dramatic Action- Break down the play into workable units of action.
Unit 1 is pages 1-11 Vicki and Peter entrance
Unit 2 pages 12-23 at David’s entrance
Unit 3 pages 23-27 after David’s exit
Unit 4 the last moments on 27 with only David
A. Title the unites
1. Unit 1- “Is that him?”
2. Unit 2- “Everyone has strengths and weaknesses”
3. Unit 3- “Is your bitterness breaking his heart?”
4. Unit 4- “I once was lost”
IV. Characters- Treat each character under the following headings:
A. Desire -- what do they want most?
1. Peter wants to feel release from his father’s power over him.
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2. Vicki wants Peter to let go of his anger and to live his life.
3. David wants to help begin the healing process for these grieving individuals

B. Will -- relative strength for obtaining their desire
1. Peter has no strength throughout the play until the very end.
2. Vicki has no control over her goal as long as Peter is unwilling.
3. David has a good amount of control over his goal because it requires no longterm commitment; his goal can be achieved merely by planting the seeds.

C. Moral Stance- values, honesty, moral code
1. Peter is honest but uses it as a tool to inflict pain. His values are questionable,
in that what he seems to be clinging the tightest to, is his bitterness toward
his father and those around him.
2. Vicki has a good moral compass. She is as honest as the situation calls for, and
attempts to not use it as a weapon as Peter does. While she does not share
some information upfront with David in regards to their relationship to the
father, she does this out of a sense of decorum, not of deceit. Her values give
her strength and conviction to try to help her brother, even when it becomes
difficult to maintain a constant level of support. She falls into a moral
midrange because she is willing to manipulate Peter in order to embarrass him
into making better decisions.
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3. David is the moral standard. Everything he does is selfless and his outlook and
advice is always honest and unbiased.

D. Decorum –
1. Peter is unsure and uncomfortable in his body. The abuse from his early
childhood leaves him with an attitude suitable for seclusion and thereby
personal style is not a priority. He thinks little of himself and moves with
caution. He should look a little worn.
2. Vicki is confident and put together. She would carry herself with strong body
posture as well as an air of confidence that Peter does not possess. Vicki needs
to be firm and self-aware as an older sibling would take the reins in a situation
similar to this one. She goes to great lengths to look nice even despite having
come from the airport Vicki would have taken the time to fix her hair and
makeup before attending an event of this nature.
3. David is physically contained, not restricted but rather he is young and
energetic and so his physical demeanor appears to be a constant battle
between containing his youthfulness and establishing his professionalism. He
is an individual who is very well put together and very clean cut.
V. Ideas
A. Meaning of the title
A father is a main figure in a person’s life, particularly in this case, who
effects who you become. A father is often seen as a protector or a person who
15

challenges their children to grow and strive to reach their potential. In contrast
mothers are often seen as the nurturers, who help the child to achieve the same
goal. If it were to be a visualization mothers would pull a child up a hill to their
successes, and a father would push the children. This is a very base idea of
parental roles within a familial system. In this play we see characters who were
shaped by their parents, particularly their fathers. While we have a choice as
adults in who we would like to be; we are simply a mold of what our father’s
created. Richard is not the only father in this play, he is simply the one who did
not live up to the expectations of being a father. The title is the idea that haunts
Peter, the strength, patience, and love that David exhibits, as well as the idea that
shaped Vicki into a person of survival and insight.
B. Philosophical statements in the play
1. Everyone dies alone.
a. Peter- “This is what everyone’s afraid of, isn’t it? To die alone
and
i.

mourned.” (4)
Peter is not only referring to the universal idea that to be
remembered is to live on but that to be forgotten is to be
unloved. It leads to the idea that if no one mourns you
then did your life carry any worth?

ii.

This is also a look at Peter shutting out life rather than
moving past his childhood trauma and in doing that, his
bitterness could isolate him leading him to this same fate.
16

2. Human beings in general are weak.
a. David- “Most people wouldn’t even do that, though, you know?
They’ll just turn away from those moments because they’re just
too awful” (22)
i.

The average person cannot handle some of the most
common personal tragedies such as death. We ignore
other people’s pain in favor of our own comfort.

b.

David- “Everybody has their own strengths and weakness”
i.

We may not live up to expectations in every facet, but
there must be redeeming qualities to look for.

ii.

You cannot measure another man’s failures by your own
standards without being disappointed.

3. Holding on to anger and pain only hurts yourself.
a. Vicki- “Is your bitterness breaking his heart?” (25)
i.

We push people away with our anger and then are angry
that we are left alone.

ii.

Our grip on ill feelings do more self-harm than inflicting
pain on the person responsible.

4. Happiness is a choice.
a. Vicki- “You can choose a different life…You don’t have to live this
way.” (26)
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i.

Most of the unhappiness that we feel is our inability to
move forward.

ii.

It is often a result of us not wanting to be happy or being
afraid to allow ourselves change.

5. Everyone can be redeemed.
a. David- “Amazing Grace.” (27)
i.

No matter what you’ve done or if forgiveness is granted,
you have the power to change.

ii.

Do the children have to accept his change in order to
move on as well?

C. Implications of the action
1. Peter continuously discusses their father’s abuse and abandonment as a victim.
He disregards Vicki’s feelings because her closure threatens the validity of his
continued anger. Peter constantly attacks Vicki’s attempts to better herself.
Peter hopes to use Vicki to justify holding on to his own resentments towards
their father. Peter could not face his father while he was alive and is not ready
to process the death by letting go of his anger. Peter redirects this anger to his
sister, Vicki.
2. Vicki will challenge her brother, Peter, when the two are alone together.
However, she makes excuses for Peter’s outbursts on multiple occasions to
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David. Vicki maintains a decorum of social dignity on behalf of her brother.
Her presence there is an effort to help her brother achieve closure. This action
is a result of the duty and obligation an older sibling feels for a younger sibling.
3. The given nature of David’s job informs us that his goals and actions are an
obligation. The uniqueness of David’s situation is that he has chosen this
profession as a result of his complete selflessness. He wants to offer comfort
and solace to grieving individuals for the nobility of the profession. David’s
actions all lead to him following in his father’s footsteps and to make his father
proud.

D. Consider each scene -- determine the purpose of each scene in the play. What
idea is it trying to convey? How does it help the overall idea?
a. The first scene – “Is that him?”
This scene is an important tool used to establish the
relationship between Vicki and Peter. The viewer can see them
interact and react to each other. In this section the audience will
begin to see personality traits of Peter and Vicki. Background
information is given such as Vicki’s drinking, Peter’s living
situation, and the state of their relationship with their father. This
section talks about the background circumstances leading to Peter
and Vicki’s estrangement with Richard, their father. This is a time
for the audience to see the two lower their guard and come
19

together in the wake of this difficult time. Vicki shares an account
of their father’s neglect which affected her greatly. Vicki attempts
to connect with Peter’s suffering and is shut out by her brother.
This information reveals their methods in dealing with their
childhood. It also allows insight to how they will individually
handle processing their father’s death.

b.

The second scene- “Everyone has their own strengths and

weaknesses.”
Offers the audience a perspective of Richard before his
death that differs greatly from Peter and Vicki’s account of their
father. This section introduces the character of David and as a
result the dynamic of the room shifts. We see many of Peter’s
social shortcomings with his interactions to David. The audience
should recognize Peter’s disrespect and Vicki’s efforts to adjust his
lashing out to a more socially acceptable behavior. David’s
character offers information about Richard’s transformation to a
man of faith. He also spent time with their father at an important
time before his death. In this scene we see that a relationship
between two individuals can be altered dramatically when a third
party is introduced. The audience gains a deeper understanding of
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the lengths Peter will go to in order to maintain the grasp on his
resentment.
c. The third scene- “Is your bitterness breaking his heart?”
This scene poses an important idea to Peter. Vicki challenges the
reason for Peter’s unrelenting anger and the toll it has taken on his
happiness. The audience is faced with the idea that our choosing
to hold on to our anger and resentment only causes more pain and
stunts us in our human development. This section does not look at
the process of acceptance but instead focuses on the impediments
we place on ourselves. Peter’s, “it is finished” (27) does not
symbolize he has been fixed but rather he has made a choice to let
go. It is not the end of his journey but the catalyst that starts it.
d.

The final scene- “I once was lost”

The audience is left with David and Richard on stage in the
aftermath of Peter’s rage-filled outburst. David sings “Amazing
Grace” to Richard despite the fact his own children could not
complete this wish. The words of the song suggest an awakening
of faith and an asking of forgiveness. The song is a common
funeral song that speaks a great deal to Richard’s journey and
makes Peter’s rejection more heartbreaking.
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Chapter 2 Process
When first discovering I would be directing for my thesis; it came as a bit of a
shock. Given my background in stage management, I felt confident the transition to
directing would not be exceedingly difficult, yet I knew it would pose a unique set of
challenges. I discovered I would be directing the Tennessee Williams Literary Festival
one-act play competition winner from 2013. It was both a disappointment and an
exciting opportunity to say the least. Despite my familiarity with original works from a
management perspective, this particular one-act play, being unpublished and without a
time period left me with little hard research opportunities. However, the idea of
directing a one-act, a smaller manageable piece, put my concerns to rest. This work was
to be a new adventure for me to close out my academic career at UNO and I decided to
look at it as just that.
Our first design meeting was scheduled before we departed for the winter break
on December 13, 2013 in the Design Lab of the Performing Arts Center. This was to give
the designers ample time to develop ideas regarding the concept so we could dive in as
we returned. The theme presented was the idea of physical and emotional distance
between individuals. We discussed it as not only a tool on stage to keep characters away
from one another, but the avoidance of the body of their father as well as their feelings
towards him. We talked about how this could also translate to a visual of the separation
between the characters and could also give us a greater sense of space in the setting to
make the funeral home feel larger and therefore emptier. A secondary visual was that of
human beings masking their true inner feelings from one another as a means to protect
22

themselves. The distance and the masks prevent us from really knowing one another.
This is seen in the children’s relationship to their father compared to David’s
experiences. Each of the characters were putting on different fronts and the person who
was in the most control of the room affected the coolness or warmth. When the
production team departed I felt as if everyone grasped the images given. It seemed like a
good note to leave on.
Our second design meeting upon returning was a basic reiteration of the themes
and practical necessities discussed in the prior meeting. However this meeting was
accompanied with images and questions from the designers. Color palette was the main
topic of conversation. The discussion included several arguments for both warm to cool
ambiance but I felt a cool neutral in the scenic elements was necessary to get us to a
place where mood shifted in the room. The scenic designer agreed and moved toward
several ideas to create this with the resources provided. Textures were discussed at
length: the carpeted chapel versus the tile to the back hallway. The other element
discussed that day was line, masculine or feminine, simple or obtrusive, so we could start
to build this world. The final selection of the scenic color palette allowed the costume
and lighting designer to further their research in order to live in this world. We
discussed time of year and location so that costumes could have a preliminary idea of
season.
January 14th was our third design meeting where the scenic designer discussed
various layouts to the ground plan. It was decided we would incorporate a piano and
approved a final ground plan. The model was presented after the meeting and we were
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ready to move forward. The costume designer needed a cast before there could be any
further discussion regarding costumes. The lighting designer pulled photos of color
palettes. Everything was on track. After this week, we moved into a habit of production
meetings in lieu of design meetings. Subsequent production meetings took place on
Tuesdays as well, until after the production opened.
Later that evening we had auditions for the season. This, unbeknownst to myself
at the time, was unexpectedly difficult. The script calls for individuals in an age range
not typical to a college setting, yet age is mentioned in the script as a point of
inexperience on the part of the funeral director. Therefore, being able to create a
believable age range was crucial. After much deliberation, and advice from my mentor,
the cast was set with Meghan Shea as Vicki, Evan Eyer as Peter, and David Brown as
David. The role of Richard had not been considered at this point because we believed we
had done our best to mask the view of the body and I felt it would be a distraction to
have a live actor on stage for the duration of the show.
On Saturday, January 18, 2014, the cast, the stage manager, the technical director,
and scenic designer sat down for the first read of Father in the Performing Arts Center’s
Lab theatre. Everyone was introduced, the model and ground plan were presented to the
cast and a brief explanation of the themes and images were discussed. Moving into this
read, I was hoping to hear dynamics in the interactions from the actors in the
relationships between the characters that I simply could not find on paper. The cast read
through the script and we discussed initial ideas and relationships. After we discussed
schedule, we departed for the day.
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On Monday, January 20, 2014 we had a table work session at Squeal BBQ on Oak
Street. I am a firm believer that more can be accomplished around a table of food. This
helped to build camaraderie and allowed us to really delve into the text without the
pressure of a formal rehearsal. This proved to be successful. Our time together lasted a
little over an hour and a half of rather intense discussion ranging from individual actors
personally identifying with the script to the psychology that motivated the actions of the
characters. We solidified relationships and history. It was decided the mention of Bobby
on page 2 was in reference to their older brother who had died. This gave them some
catalyst from which their father’s behavior stemmed. The actors also discussed their
individual relationships with Margaret, their father’s second wife, and their children.
The timeline and the ages of the characters when significant events occurred leading up
to this moment was clarified. The conversation also included the character of David, his
dealing with their father and his relationship to his own. This informative meeting was a
great success.
Tuesday, January 21, 2014 was the first official rehearsal. Putting the play on its
feet was the priority of the evening. I discussed with the cast about the difficulty of the
space and requested that as we move forward they give honest feedback about when
they felt uncomfortable moving or being trapped. The task of blocking a show was an
overwhelming feeling for me, having put them in a world with so many obstacles.
Utilizing the whole playing area was a bigger challenge than I imagined. The blocking
technique I utilized was a more fluid approach, allowing the actors to move in space of
their own accord. As we went through the script I marked times they should be near or
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away from the coffin, sitting or standing. All of the space in between was frustrating for
the actors. I can see now a more structured approach would have been more beneficial.
Wednesday, January 22, 2014: We did not have David this evening so we focused
on solidifying blocking in the beginning of the show. Taking the blocking slowly and
working through to create motivated crosses has been more successful. I expect to
change many things once we run the whole piece but I am pleased with the ground work
we have set tonight. The actions presented were rather flat this evening. I am not sure if
it is a result of a lack of choice, or a focus on the blocking. Vicki expressed a feeling of
disconnect with her scene partner and so I tried some exercises to help them sync. First
the actors ran through the script to page 9 (what we managed to block) with their eyes
on each other to connect their lines. Then we followed that by running the lines again
with over the top choices to stretch the actions. We ended the night a feeling of
accomplishment which will help us when we come back to work tomorrow.
Thursday, January 23, 2014: The goal for this evening was to finish the rough
blocking of the show. David returned to rehearsal. The first hour we went through the
blocking that was set the night before, while stopping and starting to work through
issues. Before moving on in the blocking I decided to continue the previous night’s
exercises with the remainder of the script. There was a strange and unexpected shift in
the group, because David had missed the previous evening. Vicki and Peter seemed to
play the exercise as an inside joke. David was the odd man out for much of the linethrough. This was a happy accident because it helped create a sibling-like banter
between the two of them that David had to try and keep up with. We discussed this
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phenomenon briefly, simply to acknowledge what had occurred. We resumed blocking
from David’s entrance. The miming of fighting the corpse is shaky but the rest of
blocking went much smoother than the night before. There were points that were
difficult: adding a third person created different entrapments and required more complex
maneuvering from the actors. I mentioned again the actor should express any discomfort
in their movements so we could correct them. Vicki has proven to be extremely helpful
by offering alternatives to open them up to the audience. We were able to block through
David’s exit on page 23.
Saturday, January 25, 2014: The goals for this rehearsal were to finish blocking the
show and run through it to fix any issues that may have been missed. I successfully
finished blocking the show and in the blocking of the end there was realization that
Vicki explodes. In previous reads it had been a push to help Peter and today it became a
line in the sand for Vicki. This choice is much stronger and spawned a whole new
discussion about the nature of Vicki and Peter’s relationship and their differing views on
their father.
Monday, January 27, 2014: This was our first official stumble-through and a
designer run. With a 30-minute show. The goal is to run through it, discuss moments
that need to be worked, analyse the problems and run the show again. The second run
was not possible due to the long run-time of the performance and the amount of notes
actors wished to address. It seems the actors’ saturation level is not equated to the time
spent working but rather the number of times we go through the material. There also
seems to be a struggle with lines that prevent the actors from actively wanting to run
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through more than once. All in all, today was still a step in the right direction and in that
respect a success. Our lighting designer was able to see the blocking and will begin work
on the light plot.
Thursday, January 30, 2014: We lost two rehearsal days to snow days. Despite
this, we decided to hold everyone to the off-book date today. I fully expected today’s
rehearsal to be a rough run due to the lack of repetition. In order to help the actors retain
lines we did a speed through of lines followed by a run. While the speed through was
rough and at times fell into a normal pace it did make the second run a less daunting
experience. Everyone was shaky off book but no one exceptionally far behind. We will
add one rehearsal to make up for the two lost.
Saturday, February 1, 2014: The goal was to get the actors more securely off book
so we could start working moment to moment within the script. The rehearsal consisted
of a speed through followed by a run, with notes to clean up discoveries made in the
blocking. I have found Peter’s physicality to be exceedingly interesting for the character
but also problematic. Giving notes multiple times on basic adjustments in blocking has
not helped this so perhaps working the individual moments and correcting it as we go
will help. While the cast says they do not feel confident about their status of being off
book, I saw a vast improvement in lines from a night off. Also it has been discussed and
decided that we will need to have a father to lay in the coffin. It is being confirmed that
the university is purchasing the casket so we will be able to have a person inside of it.
The search for an actor to play Richard Snowden begins.
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Sunday, February 2, 2014: We were without David, so the goal was to work
through the scenes between Vicki and Peter. We have received walls today and it helped
immensely to shape the world for the actors. We touched on all of the moments we
wanted to between Vicki and Peter. The biggest struggle between the two actors is
solidifying the mimed fight with the father. We are bringing in Erick Wolfe, a graduate
student certified in fight choreography, to clean and clarify this choreography. I am
confident everything else will get easier as we continue to rehearse and work.
Monday, February 3, 2014: The goals were to work through David’s scenes and
then have a run with notes. We successfully worked through David’s scenes in a little
under an hour. Caleigh Keith, a graduate of the UNO theatre performance MFA program,
sat in on the run through to provide me with outside feedback. David tried to bring his
youthful energy and physicality “over the top” and he landed pretty much on mark for
where the character needs to be. This gave me the opportunity to point out very specific
physical choices that helped embody the 24-year-old character. After the run, Caleigh
and I discussed a few moments she felt were unclear as well as discussed some of Peter’s
physicality and line readings. Having had him in a previous acting class her insight was
invaluable at this juncture. Notes were given, followed by a discussion of individual
actions with Peter. The rehearsal was a great success with choices growing leaps and
bounds.
Tuesday, February 4, 2014: Erick Wolfe attended this evening’s rehearsal to
choreograph and work the mimed fight. The goals for this evening were solely to have
Vicki and Peter finish rehearsal comfortably with the major points of physical contact
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throughout the show. Anything else we worked would be considered extra. David was
not called so the entire rehearsal was structured for Vicki and Peter. The rehearsal
started with a speed through up until the fight. Erick then worked with the actors on
visualizing the body as well as a breakdown of movements required to create this fight.
The mime alone was worked several times and cleaned until the actors felt comfortable
and it was set. This was also an opportunity for Vicki to explore a point of physical
contact with Peter. We discussed her violently thrusting Peter to the casket. Erick
worked the physical breakdown of this with the actors. This choice helped Vicki in the
final scene before she leaves and became a very powerful moment in rehearsal, which
later lead to a discussion with Peter about the extent of the character’s abuse. I am
hopeful that this conversation can inform some of his physicality throughout the play,
particularly when he feels threatened. We witnessed an actor moment of Evan working
through the questions posed that was nothing short of delightful. Finally, we worked the
slap. Overall, this was one of our most successful rehearsals because the actors all left
with a greater clarity and launching points for a more physical relationship.
Wednesday, February 5, 2014: The goals for this evening were to work through a
few moments with line readings, running the fight choreography from the previous night
to incorporate David’s entrances, followed by a run. Liz Gore, an alumni of UNO’s
theatre program, sat in on this evening’s run to provide feedback to me. The notes were
mostly good; the concerns she expressed were in regards to pace and a bit of muddy
blocking. There were quite a few acting notes given that were missed by myself because
of my location in the house. This is an indicator to me that I need to focus less on the
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blocking and sightline issues and shift the greater focus onto the choices in runs. There
was overall a vast improvement with the run. There were new moments of sibling
physical contact that were tried on the part of the actors.
Thursday, February 6th, 2014, David Hoover, my major professor and the
department chair, sat in on our rehearsal to give notes. The actors started with a speed
through per their request followed by a run. Notes from David Hoover were very
positive. Main suggestions included several practical things I had not previously
considered such as static electricity, Richard Snowden’s anxiety level being unable to
move, as well as the indication of an entrance. We discussed the change in pace on
David’s entrance. Overall, this rehearsal was a successful final run before Tech. David’s
physicality was toned back down but I am confident we can get back the youthful
energy. Also, we officially have a “father”: Scott Lytell has agreed to play Richard
Snowden.
Saturday, February 8, 2014: This rehearsal was for the stage manager, Tim
Moseley, to feel confident with the lights and scenic elements. Before the cue-to-cue
there were a few minor adjustments that needed to be made to the boom lights. These
were made quickly and we resumed to the scheduled day. After the cue-to-cue we had a
technical run which had a few rough elements. It was our first run without the chairs we
were to use. While the new chair width was larger than what we had rehearsed with, the
height was also different and this height offered some interesting choices made by the
actors I had not anticipated. Thankfully chairs seemed to serve as an asset rather than a
new hindrance. The other element today included lighting. Shelby Tompkins, being a
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first time lighting designer, made for an excellent challenge in my communication skills. I
had to be extremely clear with what I was looking for in the notes. Our combined lack of
experience would have made it likely that common questions could be overlooked. The
lighting shifted from cool to warm and vice versa at very compelling points in the script;
her analysis was exceedingly thorough. However, the warmth and coolness occurred in
areas of the stage creating a surrealist world when characters would move. During the
run, I discussed this with the lighting designer, the technical director, and the stage
manager; everyone seemed very receptive and discussed remedies. Everyone involved in
the technical aspects of this rehearsal were prepared and open to adjustments. I honestly
do not think the day could have gone better.
Sunday, February 9, 2014: This was our first dress rehearsal. Scott joined the cast
by playing the father. Having an actual person in the casket created an interesting
dynamic on stage. The stakes seemed instantly heightened. The improvement on the
lights was nothing short of amazing. There are a few small adjustments in times but it
has made the world come together in a way I did not anticipate at the previous rehearsal.
We added some sound at this rehearsal, however we will need to check the speakers
because some of the cues sound distorted. We ran through the show and held notes
afterwards. I can honestly say, barring the issues with sound. I would have felt
comfortable opening the show today.
Monday, February 10th, 2014 the final dress rehearsal had overall slow pace. The
show felt labored this evening however all of the choices that actors made were clear. I
am confident that the tempo will improve with an audience.
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Tuesday, February 11 through Sunday, February 18, 2014: The show Father by
Frederick Mensch ran at the University of New Orleans in the Lab Theatre of the
Performing Arts Center. The evolution during this run was perhaps the most interesting
part of the experience thus far. The subject matter of this play is a heavy one and the
piece was rehearsed as a drama, though it was stated early on by me that it was a dark
comedy. The actors made new discoveries throughout the run, not just with each other
but also with the audience. Surprisingly, the character who seemed to make the most
discoveries while still holding true to our rehearsals was David. With the audience’s
sense of approval, he seemed to solidify his youthful presence as a natural extension of
himself. This made his performance increasingly more genuine. This honesty allowed the
humorous nature of the circumstances of an eager twenty-four year old running a
difficult funeral service more and more accessible to the audience.
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Chapter 3 Self-evaluation
Looking back on this experience as a whole, one of the overall factors in the
success of this production was that success was never the goal. The goal was to take-in
the experience, learn, and try to create an environment in which everyone could explore
and enjoy themselves. As a stage manager, one of the most beneficial observations I ever
made was, in general, as the pressure rises, the art itself suffers. When the focus of this
show became a learning opportunity rather than a “success” or “failure,” there was no
room for fear or stress. It was my hope this sentiment might be shared by the other
people in the process: the cast, management, and designers. It was gratifying that on the
opening night of the show, Kevin Griffith, the scenic designer thanked me for an
enjoyable experience. I responded, “Why do it if you can’t have fun?” I did not set out to
foster this specific environment, but it seemed that every choice I made cultivated it.
I came into this project in the hope I would open up the conversation for
everyone’s input, and that collaboration would help guide me through my first venture in
directing, while I secretly tried to keep my head above water. Contrary to my
expectations, I never had that overwhelmed “drowning” sensation that is often described
by others while directing or that I have felt myself in management.
Perhaps this experience was a perfect storm: gathering the right designers, cast,
and crew for this work. That is not to say the final result was perfect, but it was more
than I could have hoped for and it is something of which I am proud. Much to my delight,
everyone seemed to be working together and enjoying the process. With this in mind,
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had the final product been a complete disaster, I still would have considered the process
as a whole successful.
Throughout the entire process my primary concern was communication. Based on
my observations as a stage manager, I felt open lines of communication would be the
most important element of this show. In the absence of the concerns of a major
production, such as major schedule coordination, for example, I felt this show was small
enough to encounter issues as they arose, and to try to keep everyone apprised of
information as soon as it was available. Obviously this approach may not work as
smoothly for a larger show or a less collaborative production team and cast, but as a
departure from my habits as a stage manager it worked to my personal advantage in
stepping into the director’s role.
As a first-time director, a huge hurdle for me was the blocking of the show. I was
always aware the ground plan of the set presented some difficulties in blocking, but
ultimately those obstacles provided us with more opportunity to create interesting and
dynamic physical distance between the actors, which hugely reinforced a major theme of
the play. One of the biggest physical obstacles we were faced with was having an open
casket onstage as a major focal point. Placing the casket downstage would have created
sightline issues I did not feel equipped to sufficiently handle. Likewise, placing the
casket upstage would have drawn much of the actors’ focus and physicality upstage,
which would have been an even less desirable option. While the ultimate placement of
the casket presented its own blocking problems that were never solved to my complete
satisfaction, specifically exhibited in the problem of the actors “cheating out,” placing the
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casket stage left was the best solution for our needs. It allowed for a wider playing area
as well as isolating David’s entrance point upstage, separating his access to the space
from the other characters. The presence of the piano as a set piece was another element I
was unsure of initially, but was ultimately a huge asset in that it gave the actors a
destination point upstage right, and also balanced the visual weight of the casket on the
stage.
The scenic and costume color palette was an exquisite neutral that allowed the
lighting to dictate the mood. The lighting can be considered a character unto itself, not
only supporting the actors’ emotional transitions throughout the play, but also aiding
the audience’s journey on this rollercoaster. For example, the visual warmth that
accompanied David’s entrance contrasts sharply the coolness that Peter’s rants inspire. It
is my experience that an easy trap for lighting to fall into is to sacrifice the reality of a
play and thrust it into a surreal or cartoonish setting. Given the nature of this piece, I did
not consider this would be a concern, but the designer did have some moments in her
initial design I felt compromised the reality of the piece. This was most likely a result of a
lack of clear communication on my part. Her willingness to make adjustments spoke to
the collaborative nature from which this process benefited so greatly. In the final
production, there were a couple of moments when the transitions could have been
subtler, but ultimately I did not feel the reality of the setting was compromised.
The costume design process felt the least concrete. We discussed early on that
there would be layered costume elements to suggest fall weather, but there was never a
formal presentation of design ideas. This was not something that particularly had me
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concerned, and I did not feel it negatively affected the production. The textures chosen
for Vicki and Peter’s costumes were appropriate and visually interesting. The only notes
given during costume approval were to make Vicki’s ensemble, particularly her shoes,
more attractive. The elements were adjusted to my satisfaction. An important function of
the costumes in this production was to support the age of the characters, given the
limited age range of available actors. The actors needed to be aged only about six to seven
years, a range that did not call for any cosmetic alteration to their appearances. The
aging was achieved chiefly through the costuming.
The biggest change I would have made in this process as a whole would have been
to structure the rehearsal process differently. I would have spent more times working the
scenes and specific moments, which is when we made our greatest strides, rather than
repetitively running them. Initially, I attempted to allow the actors to organically find
the blocking and movement that felt natural to them. This ended up just frustrating the
actors because of their inability to recall what worked in previous runs. Fortunately, this
lesson was quickly learned, and we began more concrete blocking after the first two
rehearsals. Every production process is different. I feel many of the things I learned about
the rehearsal process are unique to this show. I anticipate that shows of different sizes
and subject matter will add to my understanding of the varying aspects of the production
process.
Something I found particularly interesting during the process was the saturation
level of the actors. Since the play was only thirty minutes long I fully anticipated running
the show twice every night in our three-hour rehearsals. With this in mind I structured
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the rehearsal with two nights off a week, with David having an additional night off, of
which we worked the scenes with just Peter and Vicki. When we began doing full runs
of the show, I discovered that if anything went wrong around the halfway point, the
actors would begin losing their energy and commitment to choices, and what was
supposed to be a full run ended up feeling like a mark through. With only three people
on stage if one of the actors fell into this trap the others quickly followed; so quickly, in
fact, I could not determine which person had started the energy decline. In hindsight,
this was beneficial because it forced us to rethink the goals of rehearsals. We
restructured rehearsals, working specific moments for eighty minutes, followed by a run,
notes, and anything that needed to be addressed that evening. Gauging the actors’ moods
was a new challenge for me, different from challenges I’ve faced as a stage manager, and
one I can see varies drastically from production to production.
Another important thing I learned in this process was what to emphasize in
notes. In the beginning, my notes were typically to fix issues or offer a different option. I
rarely focused on praising the actors for things I found delightful. I eventually began to
make a point of noting moments I enjoyed so the actors could be aware of them. I never
considered the cast would require almost as much positive feedback as critical or
constructive notes to maintain a healthy level of confidence. Evaluating the room as a
stage manager has always been an assessment of what the actors need logistically, as
opposed to assessing their needs creatively. Offering a paperclip and a highlighter feels
like second nature to me, as opposed to telling talented people they are indeed talented.
There was a far greater need for reassurance of the actors than I ever anticipated.
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A fundamental element of this process was that the piece was a comedy rehearsed
as a drama. We discussed early in the process that while there were comedic elements,
we would strive for honesty in them. I personally do not believe that manufacturing
comedy is a skill I possess, and it came as a great shock to me on opening night when the
actors stated “people were laughing.” More importantly, I do think the piece’s style of
writing calls for less manufactured moments of comedy. The moments of humor come
from the honesty within the lines. I did not consciously shun any ideas of comedy
throughout the process, but allowing the honest humor to surface was extremely
beneficial. This was particularly evident on the night of the third performance, February
13th 2014. Many of the moments that had gotten laughs the previous two evenings did not
on this night. While this was certainly due in part to different audiences having different
energy, I believe it was also due to the actors playing the moments for the laughs rather
than for the honesty. When the honesty returned, which it did quickly, the audience’s
appreciation of the humor was restored as well.
Moving on from this point I can take this experience and apply it not only to my
work as a director but also my work as a stage manager. The demands of a director are
vastly different than it may appear from the outside, or even from the next seat over at
the table. The pressure of the decision-making process comes more rapidly than I
anticipated. I felt I had to immediately answer questions about design elements, perhaps
without time to give them due consideration, and then I felt locked into the things I
approved without the ability to rethink them. That is not to say I am unhappy with the
results, but the opportunities for discussion seemed to fly by. Another huge pressure was
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to keep the other people who are involved in the process happy, while simultaneously
not allowing that concern to arrest forward momentum. This brings to mind a recent
production I worked on, as a stage manager, in which a schedule change upset an actor
to the point where he held the rest of the rehearsal hostage. Looking back at that
moment now, I understand how difficult that decision was for the director to make, but
also how necessary it was for us to move forward in the process.
Throughout this experience I have also learned valuable lessons that will aid me as
an educator, particularly in stage management. There were many times where small
things would fall through the cracks, or my management team would need reminders to
complete a task. This definitely gave me a different perspective on times when I, as a
stage manager, have taken a few days to complete a task not knowing that the director is
waiting on me. This is an area where I could have been more helpful as a mentor to my
stage manager, Tim. I wanted to have the experience of being a director and not having
to manage these elements, but I also wanted Tim to feel the freedom to take ownership of
the show and develop his own style. When a task was overlooked or took more time to
complete than it should have, I avoided correcting the situation for fear of stepping on
his toes. In hindsight, there were several opportunities that would have been helpful
teaching moments I could have seized. Upon reflection, correcting a habit, explaining
why management does something a certain way, or helping to find a more efficient way
to execute a task would have only made our process easier and helped the artist in the
long term, much more than focusing on protecting the boundaries of everyone’s roles. In
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the future, I will try to focus on taking advantage of those teaching opportunities in the
moment.
This has been an eye-opening experience that has tested my limitations and
challenged fears as an artist. I am undecided about pursuing directing long-term, but it
has been an invaluable learning experience I can take with me and apply to every aspect
of theatre in which I choose to work in the future.
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Father ground plan by K. Griffith
Father lighting plot by S. Tompkins
Father scenic model by K. Griffith
production design photos credited Liz Gore Photography
properties images

73

Father ground plan by K. Griffith

Father light plot by S. Tompkins
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Father sceneic model by K. Griffith
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Production design photos credited Liz Gore Photography
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press release
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January 30, 2014

Contact: Jenny Billot, Public Relations

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

280-7469; email: jbillot@uno.edu

Father
A new play by Frederick Mensch
Directed by Jenny L. Billot
February 11th – 15th at 7:30pm, Sunday, February 16th at 2:30pm
Lab Theatre, UNO Performing Arts Center

In FATHER, by Frederick Mensch, Peter Snowden and his older sister Vicki are the only mourners at the
wake of their estranged and abusive father, Robert. They share memories of an unhappy childhood, but
are forced to confront the possibility that their father may have changed his ways when they learn of his
unlikely, late-in-life friendship with a young, amiable funeral home director, David Kennedy. An
unsentimental family drama in the Tennessee Williams tradition, FATHER explores themes of
redemption, forgiveness, and the possibility of change. FATHER is the 2013 winner of the Tennessee
Williams One-Act Playwriting Competition.
Performances will take place in the Lab Theatre in the UNO Performing Arts Center, and will run
February 11th through February 15th at 7:30pm, and Sunday February 16th at 2:30pm. FATHER is
directed by Jenny L. Billot and features an all-student cast: David Brown, Meghan Shea, and Evan Eyer.
This play also features the work of Kevin Griffith (Set Design); Tony French (Costume Design); Shelby
Thompkins (Lighting Designer); Timothy Moseley (Stage Manager).

Ticket Prices:
$5 General Admission
For Ticket and Information: 280-SHOW (7469) or www.theatre.uno.edu
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Photos sent with the official press release
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The image used for the Theatre UNO Facebook cover

A social media post made days before opening
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A social media post made during the rehearsal process

A social media post made at the production’s close.
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production photos

100

101

102

103

104

105

106

107

APPENDIX G
Tennessee Williams Literary Festival

social media posts
production photos
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Images used for social media during the remount for the Tennessee Williams Literary Festival
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Father at the Tennessee Williams Literary Festival performance in the Hotel Monteleone
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